Chemotherapy is a word that ^ ^ during prominently into use in medical li e c^onaries the last tJo decades. The metal say that the word means the use 01
ml;nine allows the inclusion of such drugs as q and the cinchona alkaloids, as they < nrfron ^ainly for their action against the specific orga lsttt and not as febrifuges, but it exclu thetic compounds, such as aspirin, which is used almost exclusively for its analgesic, antipyretic and chologogic properties.
To the average practitioner working in Europe and North America, chemotherapy means only one thing, that is salvarsan and the allied arsenicals, hut to the worker in the tropical zones it has opened up a much wider field of vision. Even the synthetic arsenicals themselves have a wider applicability as they are not only specifics for syphilis, a disease which has a very high incidence in most tropical countries, but also for other spirillar (spirochetal) diseases such as yaws, relapsing fever and rat-bite fever. In the treatment of all protozoal diseases chemotherapy plays an all-important part. The drugs employed aim at the destruction of the causative parasite, and in nearly every instance these drugs are synthetic ones; the principal exception to this generalisation is quinine, and the allied alkaloids. Malaria is outstandingly the most important disease in tropical medicine and until quite recently we have been dependent for its treatment on the cinchona alkaloids; these are not synthetic drugs although they are administered with the object of destroying the Plasmodium, the causative organism of the disease. Now, however, another drug has come into use; this drug is a synthetic compound and therefore a true child of chemotherapy. It is true that extravagant claims have been made for Plasmochin, but there now appears to be little doubt that in the treatment of benign tertian malaria it is very definitely superior to quinine. At present the cost of this compound stands in the way of its universal substitution for the cinchona alkaloids, but further research into the methods of preparation will probably make it possible for the manufacturers to place it on the market at a price comparable to that of quinine. Besides the comparatively high price of this compound it has other very distinct drawbacks; certain very definite toxic symptoms have been reported following its administration so that it has to be given cautiously and under very strict medical supervision, and it has no action whatsoever on the asexual forms of the parasites of malignant tertian malaria. As has been pointed out many times, the discovery of Plasmochin must be looked upon not as the final but as the first successful step in the attempt to prepare a synthetic compound for the eradication of malaria. One cannot for a moment suppose that this was the first compound that the inventors stumbled upon which had any effect on the Plasmodium and we must admire their self-control in waiting until they had discovered one which had definite advantages over quinine. We hope that they will now go further and produce some compound which not only has a destructive action on the asexual forms of Plasmodium falciparum, but also lacks the toxic action of Plasmochin.
Probably chemotherapy's most dramatic triumph has been in the treatment of kala-azar. 214 THE INDIAN MEDICAL GAZETTE. [Aprii,, 1929. In syphilis and many of the other diseases referred to above various other remedies are available and have been employed with considerable success for a number of years, but until intravenous antimony tartrate was used in the treatment of kala-azar the disease was for all practical considerations a fatal one. Now a cure can be produced in at least 95 per cent, of patients by a course of injections which can be completed in as short a time as a week in many instances, and by the use of a drug the cost of which is by no means prohibitive. In this connection we deliberately used the word kala-azar and not leishmaniasis, because although success has been claimed for the treatment of other forms of leishmaniasis with the various antimony compounds the results of treatment have not been so dramatic as in the case of kala-azar; in the treatment of oriental sore, in particular, other means of treatment are still employed and claimed by some as superior.
Except in the treatment of syphilis, chemotherapy is employed very little in the treatment of diseases of the temperate zones. Gold compounds have been used in the treatment of tuberculosis but with no very startling success; the lead treatment of cancer has apparently been successful in some hands, but it has not been hailed by the majority of workers as a great advance in the treatment of this deadly disease. When one remembers what profound changes can be produced in the human body by the introduction of a few doses of some synthetic compounds, for example by the injection of certain of the pentavalent antimony compounds, one wonders whether it will not be chemotherapy which will come to the rescue of the human race in their fight against the two most serious universal diseases, cancer and tuberculosis.
